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ABSTRACT 
Claire Courtney Payne: Knowledge Organization as Critique: Postcolonial Positions in Taryn 
Simon’s Contraband 
(Under the direction of Cary Levine) 
 
The 1,075 photographs in Taryn Simon’s Contraband volume are a record of all objects 
confiscated from airline passengers and express mail packages entering the United States at John 
F. Kennedy International Airport from November 16 through November 20, 2009. These 
photographs are accompanied by a comprehensive, idiosyncratic index that identifies and 
classifies the contents of each picture. In this thesis, I propose that the work’s visual and textual 
taxonomic structure is of critical significance. Drawing on postcolonial and critical theory and 
approaches loaned from information science, I first expose the subjective nature of Simon’s 
foregrounded organizational systems. I then argue that Contraband stresses the similarly 
contingent nature of the neocolonial systems that prescribe the book’s contents. I ultimately 
suggest that despite the role of these systems in the book’s creation, the work serves as an 
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From November 16 through November 20, 2009, Taryn Simon took up residence at New 
York’s John F. Kennedy International Airport and, forgoing essentials such as sleep and 
showers, relentlessly photographed every object confiscated at the airport’s U.S. Customs and 
Border Protection Federal Inspection Site and U.S. Postal Service International Mail Facility. 
The results of this undertaking are compiled in her Contraband volume of 2010, which includes 
prints of 1,075 images as well as a comprehensive index that identifies, describes, and classifies 
the contents of each picture.1 The volume is organized in three parts. It opens with a contextual 
essay by critic and curator Hans Ulrich Obrist, who briefly explicates Simon’s process and 
situates the work as an exercise in constraint and a sort of “portrait” of the era.2 The Contraband 
series itself immediately follows: 430 pages of goods clinically and individually shot like 
specimens against an off-white background (fig. 1). The seized articles include items both 
relatively mundane and objectively dangerous; counterfeit Gucci sunglasses and fitness DVDs 
appear in the same series as date rape drug ingredients and “unidentified biohazards.” The book 
closes with the 25-page index, where Simon exercises her own classificatory judgments 
                                                 
1 Taryn Simon, Contraband, 1st ed. (Göttingen: Gagosian Gallery, 2010). A second edition of the book was 
published in 2015 by Hatje Cantz. Also in 2010, select photographs from the project were exhibited, similarly 
classified, on the walls New York’s Lever House and the Gagosian Gallery in Beverly Hills (fig. 3). This thesis is 
focused on the comprehensive presentation of the work in book form.  
2 Obrist is the Artistic Director of London’s Serpentine Galleries. 
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alongside “identifications” and “reasons for seizures and violation codes” supplied to Simon 
(irregularly) by U.S. Customs and Border Protection agents (fig. 2).3  
The complexity of the border exists as both an apparent subject and inherent position of 
the Contraband book. In addition to capturing items apprehended at the moment of crossing 
over, the book itself occupies a multiaxial border space. First, the work is caught in the tension 
between Simon’s performance of photographic objectivity and the subjective construction of the 
book’s organizational schema. Second, the work operates almost paradoxically as an imposition 
of a controlled indexical system that blossoms from a ruptured system of control (the emergence, 
that is, of any single Contraband artifact). Indeed, in an unacknowledged irony, the object itself, 
printed by Steidl in Germany, has likely without difficulty passed through some kind of U.S. 
Customs inspection. 
This project interrogates the troubled relationship between Contraband and the borders 
on which it is predicated. The thesis takes as its specific problematic the unstable duality of 
Simon’s “scientifically” catalogued images and her transparently subjective index.4 
Understanding the ostensible subject matter of the work as the power structures exemplified at 
the United States border as well as the forbidden objects themselves—the majority of which 
originated in developing and/or formerly colonized Asian, South American, and African 
countries—I argue that the book, in effect, takes a postcolonial position towards its own content. 
In proffering her own curatorial categorizations as contingent, and in presenting as “fact” the 
confiscated articles, Simon exposes the intertwined limitations of a Western knowledge 
                                                 
3 Simon, Contraband, 449.  
4 The loaded “objectivity” of Simon’s endeavor was discussed by the Gagosian Gallery in the initial press release for 
the exhibition accompanying this project: “Taryn Simon: Contraband,” Gagosian, 2010, 
https://gagosian.com/exhibitions/2010/taryn-simon-contraband/.  
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organization system and Western and American systems of power more broadly.5 Contraband 
critiques the efficacy and legitimacy of the global structures that produce national territorial 
distinctions themselves. This critique remains timely as these enforced boundaries contribute to 
the 21st century fomentation of racial-ethnic tensions and armed conflict. 
Creating Contraband: Taryn Simon and U.S. Customs and Border Patrol 
As is made clear from Contraband’s premise, the creation of the book required close 
collaboration with the very security apparatus under investigation. Indeed, at the time of 
Contraband’s production, Simon was not entirely unknown to JFK’s Customs and Border Patrol 
(CBP) agents. Her first foray into this territory was to capture an array of confiscated objects for 
her 2007 work An American Index of the Hidden and Unfamiliar, which made starkly visible 
such unseen subjects as nuclear waste facilities and the CIA headquarters.6 In preparing to return 
for a lengthier time for Contraband, she worked closely with John Saleh, a CBP officer and 
Public Affairs Liaison, and negotiated with the agency for four months.7 Simon’s endeavor and 
CBP’s brand identity strategy appear to have operated mutualistically, as the agency claimed a 
positive impact from the project. While interviewing Simon about Contraband for Interview 
magazine in 2010, Deputy Chief Agricultural Specialist Fred Skolnick had only kind words to 
say about her approach: responding to a clarifying question about policy, he tells her approvingly 
“You are an informed consumer now. I think what you’ve done is very positive, unlike, I’m 
                                                 
5 In his introductory essay to the volume, Obrist contends that the arrival of new objects for Simon to photograph 
served as “the cancellation, following the initial decision to impose these constraints, of any and all subsequent 
artistic decision-making and spontaneity.” Hence, my suggestion of the “fact” of the image as opposed to the 
constructed nature of the text. Hans Ulrich Obrist, “Ever Airport: Notes on Taryn Simon’s Contraband,” in Simon, 
Contraband, 15. 
6 Taryn Simon, An American Index of the Hidden and Unfamiliar, 1st ed. (Göttingen: Steidl, 2007). 
7 Fred Skolnick, “Taryn Simon,” Interview Magazine, September 17, 2010, 
https://www.interviewmagazine.com/art/taryn-simon-1. 
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sorry to say, other people in the media who underplay what we do. You took it very seriously.”8 
At the end of their conversation, he invites her to coffee—and the two reminisce about outings to 
Au Bon Pain during her stay at the airport. While Skolnick’s specific appreciation may be tied to 
legitimate gratitude and his personal investment in his job, his praise of the work as “very 
positive” also stands as an official comment by a public face of CBP. 
CBP’s approval of the work serves, perhaps, as a latent motivator in Simon’s own 
framing of her project, which unsurprisingly tends towards neutrality. The artist has said nothing 
derogatory about CBP on the record, and she has avoided commenting directly on the social and 
cultural politics of border security to which the agency is so closely tied. Her distance prevents 
the damaging of key professional relationships: as a photographer whose work often depends on 
special privileges, criticizing this agency would not only damage her relationship with CBP, but 
might also discourage future collaborators in similarly contentious fields. The distance also 
prevents the work from seeming morally, politically, or rhetorically heavy-handed. Contraband 
can develop its critiques with implicit reference, and not explicit deference, to the politics that 
facilitated its creation. 
Just as the book depicts goods rather than their owners, then, Simon’s comments focus 
closely on these objects instead of the human movements which they necessarily represent. 
While acknowledging that the book serves as “a look at an attempt to control what is considered 
threatening to economies, to personal safety and to a nation,” she primarily discusses 
Contraband as a “portrait of desire”; an examination of what people want to possess.9 Simon 
positions the project around capital in her interview with Skolnick:   
                                                 
8 Miki Meek, “An Illicit Whole Earth Catalog at J.F.K.,” Lens Blog (blog), July 30, 2010, 
https://lens.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/07/30/behind-49/; Skolnick, “Taryn Simon.” 
9 Quoted in Meek, “An Illicit Whole Earth Catalog”; Skolnick, “Taryn Simon.” 
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A big component of Contraband involves the threat to economies-
and that threat is monitored by Customs. I documented a 
disproportionate number of counterfeit goods in my time there. 
There was a pronounced commitment to controlling the 
distribution of black-market goods, and a clear awareness of their 
potential catastrophic effect on the American economy… I think 
more the cumulative effect of it all was a little depressing, from a 
commercial standpoint-the redundancy of the material desires.10 
As recently as 2017, on the occasion of a solo exhibition at the Gagosian Gallery in Hong Kong, 
Simon asserted to Wallpaper* that “counterfeit goods were the battlefront of immigration 
services at that time… You’d expect more dangerous items but it was an economic battle then.”11 
In a 2011 interview with Wired, she articulates an understanding that her art itself is implicated 
in this battle: “The objects couldn't cross custom’s [sic] border, but the photographs could—and 
they could become commodities in another economy.”12 The reasons why objects could not cross 
these borders—and her remarks on that reality—are left unstated and open to the viewer’s 
interpretation. 
Outside Interventions: Contemporary Art History and Border Security Catalogs 
These interpretations are shaped by contextual interventions of artists and critics engaged 
with themes of cataloging, transit, security, and the border. Contraband emerges from a sizeable 
body of topically similar works produced in the context of 21st century economies of global 
exchange. These artworks take a similarly documentary approach to the charged artifacts of 
tightly-controlled human movement across boundaries. Dutch artist Christien Meindertsma’s 
2004 Checked Baggage bears visual similarity to Contraband; the limited-run book is a 
                                                 
10 Skolnick, “Taryn Simon.” 
11 Catherine Shaw, “Stolen Moments: Taryn Simon on Customs, Counterfeits and the Russian Media,” Wallpaper*, 
May 26, 2017, https://www.wallpaper.com/art/taryn-simon-portraits-and-surrogates-gagosian-gallery-hong-kong. 
12 Rachel Somerstein, “Q&A: Photog’s Descent Into the Underworld,” Wired, January 31, 2011, 
https://www.wired.com/2011/01/pl-tarynsimon/. 
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catalogue of objects confiscated at Amsterdam’s Schiphol Airport (figs. 4, 5, and 6).13 Though 
the items of Checked Baggage were seized within a one-week period, Meindertsma manipulated 
and arranged the objects for her photographs over time; the images were not co-produced with 
the security apparatus. Nor are these artifacts necessarily products of global movement: rather, 
they are products of a “strange” situation; a “visual demonstration” of the apparent absurdities of 
a then-new elevated airport security presence.14  
Several other artists are engaged in ongoing non-catalogue object-centric documentary 
work that examines the liminal space of the US-Mexico border. The individually-tagged objects 
presented in Susan Harbage-Page’s Anti-Archive serve as metonymic indicators of constructed 
power relations as well as the “incomplete narratives” of disempowered migrants who have 
abandoned these objects (fig. 7); former CBP facility janitor Tom Kiefer’s El Sueño Americano 
captures and collectivizes the items discarded at a U.S. Customs and Border Control facility in 
Arizona where apprehended migrants are processed for deportation (fig. 8).15 Perhaps most 
interestingly, Simon’s work is to some degree evocative of the presentation of confiscated goods 
posted on the Transportation Security Administration’s official Instagram account, @tsa, by the 
late Bob Burns beginning in 2013 (fig. 9).16 The general public’s fascination with the TSA 
                                                 
13 Christien Meindertsma, Checked Baggage: 3264 Prohibited Items (Eindhoven: Soeps Uitgeverij, 2004). This 
visual similarity is also pointed out by Sean O’Hagan, “Cow-Dung Toothpaste? Taryn Simon’s Book Contraband 
Unloads America’s Baggage,” The Guardian, January 3, 2011, sec. Art and design, 
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2011/jan/03/taryn-simon-contraband-america. 
14 Christien Meindertsma, Checked Baggage, https://christienmeindertsma.com/Checked-Baggage.  
15 Peter C. Baker, “A Janitor Preserves the Seized Belongings of Migrants,” New Yorker, March 12, 2017, 
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/photo-booth/a-janitors-collection-of-things-confiscated-from-migrants-in-the-
desert. See also Susan Harbage Page, “Objects from the Borderlands,” accessed December 14, 2018, 
http://susanharbagepage.blogspot.com/p/objects-from-borderlands.html; Tom Kiefer, “El Sueño Americano (2007 - 
),” T O M    K I E F E R, accessed June 22, 2018, http://www.tomkiefer.com/. 
16 For background on Bob Burns’ celebrity, see Guy Trebay, “The T.S.A. Is Without a Public Face,” The New York 
Times, January 5, 2019, sec. Style, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/03/style/tsa-instagram-dad-humor.html. See 
also the TSA Instagram profile at https://www.instagram.com/tsa.  
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account—which boasts nearly one million followers—is indicative of a collective interest in 
forbidden objects and security; this interest underpins Simon’s work on Contraband as well as 
earlier projects like the aforementioned An American Index of the Hidden and Unfamiliar (2007). 
Contraband is inextricable from this social-artistic context of other art that uses exchange at the 
border as stimulus, producing not Simon’s suggested commercial portraits but instead critical, 
contemplative, and at times highly personal works. 
A substantial body of contemporary art historical scholarship considers this context and 
these works, particularly in the United States and Mexico. As Jo-Anne Berelowitz argues, the 
1984 establishment of San Diego and Tijuana’s ultimately highly successful Border Art 
Workshop led to the (white, American) art world embrace and commodification of “border art” 
in the 1990s; a consequent rise in scholarly interest soon followed.17 Berelowitz unpacks the 
contestation over who is “allowed” to artistically occupy border space: this is problem that 
Simon, in a position of privilege, must acknowledge. Other scholars such as Markus Heide, 
Cristina Giudice and Chiara Giubilaro, and Louise Amoore and Alexandra Hall have contended 
how particular artworks (including that of Harbage-Page, in Heide’s work) “interrupt and alterate 
the logic of the border;” throughout this paper; their work helps substantiate this investigation of 
Contraband’s relation to this logic.18 Less scholarship has focused on artists’ cataloging projects. 
                                                 
17 Jo-Anne Berelowitz, “Conflict over ‘Border Art,’” Third Text 11, no. 40 (September 1, 1997): 69–83, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09528829708576687. See also Anne-Laure Amilhat Szary, “Walls and Border Art: The 
Politics of Art Display,” Journal of Borderlands Studies 27, no. 2 (August 1, 2012): 213–28, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2012.687216. Szary attributes a recent rise and repositioning of “border art” and 
its attendant criticism to recent physical demarcations of international borders.  
18 Louise Amoore and Alexandra Hall, “Border Theatre: On the Arts of Security and Resistance,” Cultural 
Geographies 17, no. 3 (July 1, 2010): 299–319, https://doi.org/10.1177/1474474010368604; Cristina Giudice and 
Chiara Giubilaro, “Re-Imagining the Border: Border Art as a Space of Critical Imagination and Creative 
Resistance,” Geopolitics 20, no. 1 (January 2, 2015): 79–94, https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2014.896791; 
Markus Heide, “Repossessing Border Space: Security Practice in North American Border Art.,” Comparative 
American Studies 14, no. 3/4 (September 2016): 191–203. Quote in Giudice and Giubilaro, “Re-Imagining the 
Border,” 79. 
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A 2007 exhibition catalogue from Miami’s Cisneros Fontanals Art Foundation (CIFO) that 
works to “challenge our perception of received knowledge” in the sphere of classification is one 
of few explicitly art historical works that grapple with knowledge organization.19  
As supplement to this general body of scholarship, critical commentary about 
Contraband itself is relatively limited. Members of the art world have, for the most part, 
considered Simon’s work on her terms. In a review for Artforum, Lloyd Wise’s comments reflect 
Simon’s stated preoccupation with consumerist desire, as he interprets the images in an 
installation of Contraband as representative of “global circulation of goods in postindustrial 
capitalism, here arrested midflow.”20 London critic Colin Perry moves slightly away from the 
economic arguments, but remains focused on what the collective images of Contraband might 
singularly make visible. He suggests the book reads “as a reflexive stock take for a nation whose 
favourite subject is (like most countries) its own reflection” and as “a sort of psychological 
profile of the vast and invisible subject of nationhood.”21  
Jayne Wilkinson’s 2015 assessment of contemporary photography and visibility politics 
through this series remains the only scholarly treatment of Contraband.22 Wilkinson’s analysis, 
while an incisive commentary on the crafting of visual narratives, does not aim to grapple with 
                                                 
19 Cecilia Fajardo-Hill, ed., Forms of Classification: Alternative Knowledge and Contemporary Art/Formas de 
Clasificación: Conocimiento Alternativo y Arte Contempráneo (Miami: Cisneros Fontanals Art Foundation, 2006), 
10. Related work wrestles with classification in art museums rather than within art objects themselves. See, for 
example, Iain Chambers, The Postcolonial Museum: The Arts of Memory and the Pressures of History (London: 
Routledge, 2016); Hannah Turner, “Organizing Knowledge in Museums: A Review of Concepts and Concerns,” 
Knowledge Organization 44, no. 7 (November 15, 2017): 472–84. 
20 Lloyd Wise, “Taryn Simon,” Artforum, March 2011. 
21 Colin Perry, “Taryn Simon: Contraband,” Art Monthly, no. 345 (April 2011): 36. 
22 Jayne Wilkinson, “Art Documents: The Politics of Visibility in Contemporary Photography,” InVisible Culture: 
An Electronic Journal for Visual Culture (IVC), no. 22 (April 2015), http://ivc.lib.rochester.edu/art-documents-the-
politics-of-visibility-in-contemporary-photography/. Wilkinson also discusses Trevor Paglen’s work in this article. 
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the specific construction of Contraband. Instead, she uses the work as an exemplar, arguing that 
Simon’s approach to photography encourages the viewer to seek meaning outside the image; as 
such, Contraband presents a “paradox” of visuality, a contemporary “delicate dialectic” wherein 
information is both revealed and concealed.23 The textual elements of Simon’s undertaking are 
therefore not explicitly considered in the scholarly literature. When discussed critically, these 
cataloging and classification efforts are referred to alternately as OuLiPo-esque “lists” (by 
Obrist) or “archives” (by Roxana Marcoci); in information science practice, however, catalogs, 
lists, and archives are radically different concepts.24 I make use of scientific knowledge 
organization theory here, and consider the text as a taxonomy and index. I aim to not only 
advance an understanding of Simon’s work but also more broadly highlight how approaches 
borrowed from information science can—when paired with art historical methodologies—
invigorate art objects that make use of organization or classification as a framing mechanism. 
In the chapters that follow, I argue that Simon’s work functions as a systems-level 
critique through both critical-theoretical and social scientific lenses. The first chapter addresses 
the particular tensive taxonomic systems that construct the classificatory project that is 
Contraband. Drawing on knowledge organization theories from Clare Beghtol, Melanie 
Feinberg, and Antonio García-Gutiérrez that insist upon the communicative potential of 
classificatory systems themselves, I contend that Simon’s images and text work in tandem and in 
tension to undermine the stated objective and logics of their own construction.25 The second 
                                                 
23 Wilkinson, “Art Documents.” 
24 Obrist, “Ever Airport”; Roxana Marcoci, “Between the Image and the Word,” Aperture, no. 209 (2012): 47. 
25 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 1st Vintage Books ed. (New York: Vintage Books, 1988); Melanie 
Feinberg, “Two Kinds of Evidence: How Information Systems Form Rhetorical Arguments,” Journal of 
Documentation 66, no. 4 (July 27, 2010): 491–512, https://doi.org/10.1108/00220411011052920; Melanie Feinberg, 
“How Information Systems Communicate as Documents: The Concept of Authorial Voice,” Journal of 
Documentation 67, no. 6 (October 18, 2011): 1015–37, https://doi.org/10.1108/00220411111183573; Clare Beghtol, 
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chapter provides this contention with a poststructuralist and postcolonial frame. In it, I draw 
upon the work of Michel Foucault to highlight the real-world implications of these undermined 
logics, and suggest that Contraband is tied to theorizations of dichotomies constructed between 
the West and the other, noting specifically the work of Edward Said and Stuart Hall. I argue that 
in exposing textual constructions, Contraband draws attention to the contingent and potentially 
specious nature of Western power systems.26 In the final chapter, I interrogate the situated 
rhetorical positions of the photographer and the photographs. I argue that Simon both echoes and 
subverts the tradition of supposedly objective historical documentary photography that 
functioned as a colonial tool. I further consider Simon’s role as presenter of othered goods in 
dialogue with Gayatri Spivak’s work on subaltern voices, and articulate the ideologically 
negotiated yet ultimately effective position that Simon holds as a critic.27
                                                 
“Relationships in Classificatory Structure and Meaning,” in Relationships in the Organization of Knowledge, ed. 
Carol A. Bean and Rebecca Green, Information Science and Knowledge Management (Dordrecht: Springer 
Netherlands, 2001), 99–113, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-015-9696-1_7; Antonio García-Gutiérrez, 
“Declassifying Knowledge Organization,” Knowledge Organization 41, no. 5 (January 2014): 393–409. See also 
Helena Heizmann and Michael Olsson, “Power Matters: Foucault’s Pouvoir/Savoir as a Conceptual Lens in 
Information Research and Practice” 20, no. 4 (December 2015), http://www.informationr.net/ir/20-
4/paper695.html#.XANCXidReb8;. 
26 Edward Said, Orientalism, 1st Vintage Books ed. (New York: Vintage Books, 1979); Stuart Hall, “The West and 
the Rest: Discourse and Power,” in Formations of Modernity, ed. Stuart Hall and Bram Gieben, Understanding 
Modern Societies (Oxford: Polity in association with Open University, 1992), 184–227. 
27 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ Revised Edition, from the ‘History’ Chapter of Critique 
of Postcolonial Reason,” in Can the Subaltern Speak?: Reflections on the History of an Idea, ed. Rosalind Morris 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2010), 21–80. 
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CHAPTER 1: TAXONOMIES AND CONTROL 
In its book form, Contraband is structured in two central and interconnected parts. The 
bulk of the book—430 of 480 pages—consists of glossy pages, with photographs illustrating 
confiscated goods (fig. 1). Each photograph is impersonal, square, and tightly structured: the 
subject is centered on a plain off-white backdrop, and captured at a direct angle. Each page 
consists of anywhere from zero to six images, arranged in a tidy grid that belies the disorder 
recorded by the camera. While many of the objects depicted are immediately identifiable to the 
average American viewer, many are equally mystifying. If the viewer is unfamiliar with what is 
available in a particular photograph, their only clue in this section of the book is the text 
provided in the top left or top right corner of the page. Pages 88 and 89, for example, show 11 
examples of confiscated “Chicken, Misc.”; most of these are not immediately legible as such. 
These careful photographs are generally understood as the core substance of Contraband.
The majority of the remaining space in the volume—28 of 480 pages—is taken up by 
what Simon calls an “Index” (fig. 2), an identifying catalog of every item photographed 
alongside “reasons for seizures and violation codes” when CBP agents supplied them to the 
artist.28 When a reader/viewer first approaches Contraband linearly, the index may naturally 
seem to be a supplement to the photographed images. We are accustomed to textual indices 
functioning as such: the structure of the typical index is dictated by what is contained within the 
main content of the book. The “index” of Contraband, however, operates in reverse: the 
                                                 
28 Simon, Contraband, 449.  
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arrangement of the photographs in the preceding section is dictated by the index. Objects are 
classified into categories, and the index is an alphabetical listing of these groups, from “Alcohol” 
to “Zolpidem.” Each group name is associated with a page number, in brackets, where the 
images associated with that group begin in the body of the book. Each name is followed by a list 
identifying the contents of each image. The “Alcohol” group, for example, contains seven 
distinct seizures, images of which begin on page 18:  
ALCOHOL [18] 
13 bottles overproof rum, Jamaica (undeclared) 
Overproof alcohol (undeclared) 
Alcohol, Dominican Republic (detained from a minor) (illegal) 
Alcohol, 2 bottles José Cuervo, 2 bottles Finlandia (undeclared) 
White overproof rum, J. Wray & Nephew Ltd. (undeclared) 
Overproof alcohol (undeclared) 
Rum, Dominican Republic (detained from minor) (illegal) 
These groups determine the terms that appear in the top corners of the photographic pages of this 
book; the index provides more information than the “body” of the work. Simon has made clear 
her interest in the interplay of text and photography. In a 2012 interview, she specified that she 
has “always seen [her] medium as graphic design and photography and text, together,” and 
expressed an interest in “the invisible space between text and image.”29 In the case of 
Contraband, the 28-page index is as integral to the book object as the hundreds of pages of 
photographs.  
In this chapter, I analyze Simon’s process of arranging Contraband articles into 
categories and creating this book’s text. Through this reading, I insist upon the communicative 
potential of the book’s order: Simon’s index and associated images are a precise taxonomy; a 
classification system of her own making. Through an examination of information theory, I will 
                                                 
29 Marcoci, “Between the Image and the Word,” 42.  
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make clear that this organizational schema, like any system meant to classify or organize human 
knowledge, is not neutral. Rather, it can and should be interpreted as a subjective and integral 
part of the art object’s rhetoric. Simon’s indexical system is an idiosyncratic construction, and 
one with critical rhetorical implications: her sense-making enterprise makes visible the 
complicated, biased, and random process of organization itself, disturbing the seemingly solid 
foundation of CBP judgements. 
Imposing Control 
Control serves as a central foundational element of Contraband. Simon summarizes her 
efforts as “a look at an attempt to control what is considered threatening to economies, to 
personal safety and to a nation.”30 Her collaborator on this work—U.S. Customs and Border 
Protection—defines itself as dedicated to the “management and control” of permeable 
international boundaries.31 The book’s cadence, too, suggests careful corralling of its contents. 
Simon and book designer Joseph Logan have produced a tightly constructed work with even 
margins, careful indexing, and visually regular images (what Hans Ulrich Obrist calls a 
“production-line aesthetic”); in a purely optical sense, the viewer may first notice Contraband’s 
strict formal elements more than the text and images themselves.32  
There is also, however, a certain abdication of control inherent in this undertaking. At the 
most basic level, the photographs could be read not as images of success in a policing enterprise 
but rather reflections of a failure of regulatory mechanisms: though these specific items have 
been confiscated, they are immediately suggestive of the kinds of illegal goods that do 
                                                 
30 Meek, “An Illicit Whole Earth Catalog.” 
31 U.S. Customs and Border Protection, “About CBP,” November 21, 2016, https://www.cbp.gov/about. 
32 Hans Ulrich Obrist, “Ever Airport,” 13. 
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successfully move, at least partially, through restricted spaces.33 When it comes to photographed 
items that are more objectively dangerous or off-putting—the counterfeit medications, or the 
cow-dung toothpaste—the reader of this book is not necessarily reassured by the fact this 
particular specimen has been seized. Even agents like Fred Skolnick acknowledge that CBP’s 
approach is an imperfect “prophylactic and preventative measure”; one survey found that over 
80% of people who brought prohibited goods into the United States on an international flight 
were not caught.34 In a cynical reading, the seizure of these items of Contraband is not a victory, 
but an articulation of 1,075 ways the economy or people of the United States might come under 
attack. 
Commentary about the volume has also seized upon the idea that the artwork is a product 
of some kind of relinquishment of artistic control. In his forward to Contraband, Obrist argues 
that the book is indicative of the “metronomic regularity” with which Simon photographed every 
single confiscated object: as he focuses his discussion around the labor behind the book, he 
suggests that work represents “the cancellation, following the initial decision to impose… 
constraints, of any and all subsequent artistic decision-making and spontaneity.”35 In The New 
York Times, Miki Meek writes that Simon’s “daily rhythms were driven by the relentless arrival 
                                                 
33 Jayne Wilkinson is also interested in what Simon’s images stand in for; she draws a different conclusion in 
suggesting: “By requiring the viewer to consider what is external to the image, each artist demands that their 
projects be addressed as visualizations of the apparatuses of state power even while their particular visual aesthetics 
simultaneously obscure the networks of labour and lived experiences upon which they are constructed.” Wilkinson, 
“Art Documents.” 
34 Skolnick, “Taryn Simon”; data from Stratos Jet Charters, Inc., “Sky High Smuggling,” 
https://www.stratosjets.com/blog/skyhighsmuggling, accessed April 1, 2019. This survey was sponsored by a charter 
jet company; while it is likely in their best interest to make commercial travel seem dangerous, their numbers point 
to the potential scale of the issue. 
35 Obrist, “Ever Airport,” 15. 
 15 
of newly impounded goods.”36 This suggestion that the artist is subject to the dictates of the 
subject is also present in Simon’s own comments about her work: her description of her process 
as she neared the end of her five days at JFK perhaps goes the farthest in removing her own hand 
and will from the proceedings. Reflecting on her serious sleep deprivation, she tells Skolnick 
“that last day, I was sitting with the trigger in my hand at the camera and my assistant literally 
had to hit me to wake me up so I could press the button.”37 Her “creative” process, as she frames 
it, is reduced to taking action only on someone else’s instruction. In these writings, the artist’s 
choice is reduced to an “initial decision,” and the endeavor is merely reflective of a structured 
process of object seizure and image capture; the systems art is at the complete mercy of the 
artifacts coming into the airport.38 
Simon and Obrist allow for a very limited measure of artistic control when it comes to the 
work’s organization. Simon characterizes her arrangement of the index as “a way to make sense 
of it all and also gauge the number of apples versus the number of Beanie Babies versus the 
number of mombins versus the amount of heroin versus the amount of khat versus erectile-
dysfunction medication”; with the array, one “can really start to see patterns and make 
comparisons.”39 Though she is undertaking a personal sense-making endeavor, Simon claims 
only to quasi-objectively see patterns, not create them. Obrist brings a discussion of lists to his 
reading of Simon’s work: the set of images he calls “something approaching the appropriately 
                                                 
36 Meek, “An Illicit Whole Earth Catalog.” 
37 Skolnick, “Taryn Simon.” 
38 Obrist, “Ever Airport,” 15. 
39 Skolnick, “Taryn Simon.” Mombins are a type of fruit relatively common in parts of South America, Asia, and 
Africa. 
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impersonal and administrative form of the list”; the index, then, is an “actual list.”40 He reads 
Simon’s work in dialogue with other artists’ “lists,” including in the work of Christian Boltanski 
and Hans-Peter Feldmann, and suggests that as two singular units the lists help Simon lead the 
reader/viewer through her work and call attention to fissures in systems of control she wants 
them to see. Simon, then, attaches relatively simple meaning to her work’s organization. Obrist 
focuses on the potential of the list as a form, but is not concerned with investigating Simon’s use 
of it other than as a necessary “impersonal and administrative” mechanism to wind towards 
highlighted fissures.  
Contraband’s production process, however, has a more nuanced relationship with 
“control” than would be suggested by a face-value acceptance of the work’s authoritarian 
subject, a brief glance at the book’s construction, a skeptical understanding of the efficacy of 
CBP, or a reliance on written interpretations of the work’s creation.41 The reader/viewer who 
bestows rhetorical significance to the strictness of book’s form has grasped an aspect of this 
complicated mediation. Obrist makes an important point in acknowledging that Simon had no 
authority over what goods would come to be contained in her volume. It is chance that has given 
us precisely a ham and cheese sandwich on page 170. Conversely, in focusing on the quasi-
generative systems of photographic production that underlie the component parts of Contraband, 
these written critiques fail to account for the later textual art-making that is integral to the 
physical book object. The arrangement of objects; their grouping into categories: neither of these 
                                                 
40 Obrist, “Ever Airport,” 9. 
41 Drawing a parallel between the generative possibilities of the literary constraints imposed by the OuLiPo group 
and the fruitful products of the constraints of the airport and security in Simon’s work, Obrist acknowledges this 
complexity. He is most concerned with what this “order and disorder” means for visibility: it “open[s] up a third 
space within the cracks of these forms of control: a space of the surreptitious, the forgotten, the bizarre and the 
banal, exposed to the cold light of the camera, and all set against an unchanging grey backdrop, the colour of 
administration and neutrality.” Obrist, “Ever Airport,” 11-13. 
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were pre-determined by Simon’s photographic process, yet both are critical to a viewer’s 
experience and understanding of the book. It is Simon herself who has carefully crafted these 
classificatory and structural elements of the artwork, at no point making a purely 
“administrative” choice.42 Close analysis of these printed elements demonstrates their revelation 
of the subjective logics behind their construction. 
Since the early 1970s, an understanding has emerged that classification systems, even 
when presented as “objective,” are laden with the biases and judgements of the sociohistorical 
contexts in which they are constructed; they are never value-neutral.43 The Dewey Decimal 
Classification (DDC) system, for example—what might be seen as simply a way of arranging 
books—has a decided Western bias.44 Extensive scholarship has considered the consequences of 
these biases in commonly-used organizational schemas like the DDC, Library of Congress 
Classification (LCC), or Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH): they are exclusionary to 
women; they pathologize queer identities; they are not reflective of non-Western and especially 
                                                 
42 Obrist, “Ever Airport,” 9. It should be noted that Simon has made her engagement with processes of classification 
and organization more explicit in her more recent work. Curator Simon Baker has very briefly mentioned Simon’s 
relationship to information organization in her oeuvre as a whole, writing in 2015 that Simon’s work encourages 
audience consideration of “the apparently arbitrary nature of the organisation and use of information in the age of 
the internet search engine.” (Simon Baker, “A Refusal to Float Free of Origin or Destination”, in Simon, Rear 
Views, 7.) In referencing the internet, Baker is likely pointing to Image Atlas (2012), an artistic investigation of 
algorithms that was coproduced by Simon and Aaron Swartz. Simon is clear about her exploration of classification 
with that project; she continues this exploration with works like The Picture Collection (2013), and Birds of the West 
Indies (2013-2014). 
43 Sanford Berman made the first notable contribution to this discussion, in 1971: Sanford Berman, Prejudices and 
Antipathies: A Tract on the LC Subject Heads Concerning People (Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland and Co., 2014). See 
also Beghtol, “Relationships in Classificatory Structure and Meaning”; Geoffrey Bowker and Susan Leigh Star, 
Sorting Things out: Classification and Its Consequences (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1999); Jens-Erik Mai, 
“Classification in a Social World: Bias and Trust,” Journal of Documentation 66, no. 5 (September 7, 2010): 627–
42, https://doi.org/10.1108/00220411011066763; Hope A. Olson, “The Power to Name: Representation in Library 
Catalogs,” Signs 26, no. 3 (2001): 639–68, https://doi.org/10.2307/3175535. 
44 In the 800s, the literature class, the 810s through 880s are assigned to American and various Western European 
literatures. The 890s are all that are left for the entire literatures of Asia, Africa, South America, and Oceania. For an 
excellent discussion of how these systems are reflective of sociocultural bias, see Olson, “The Power to Name.”  
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indigenous worldviews.45 Avenues for improvement have also been suggested, and these systems 
do—very slowly—evolve; they adopt, at the very least, more current terminology. A smaller 
group of information scientists has addressed the ways in which organizational systems can be 
operationalized in the design stage to communicate a specific worldview. Melanie Feinberg, for 
example, has extensively studied the ways in which collections communicate as rhetorical 
arguments and considered the implications for systems designers, rather than systems users.46 
Though I do not know that Simon as taxonomy designer would term her construction a 
“rhetorically aware document collection,” it is clear that her indexical system, beyond serving as 
“a way to make sense of it all,” also serves to create new senses, new meaning, in the grand 
scheme of her project.47 While Simon received object identifications (most of the time) from 
CBP agents, her groupings of these objects are her own. On close consideration, Simon’s system 
of arrangement emerges not as the singular natural way of sorting her 1,075 images, but as an 
arbitrary, subjective, and ultimately user-unfriendly method. Her categories are idiosyncratic; 
impractical for finding or re-finding any specific object. As the reader uses the book more 
                                                 
45 See, for further examples, Melissa Adler, “Paraphilias: The Perversion of Meaning in the Library of Congress 
Catalog,” in Feminist and Queer Information Studies Reader, ed. Patrick Keilty and Rebecca Dean (Sacramento, 
California: Litwin Books, LLC, 2013), 309–23; Amber Billey, Emily Drabinski, and K. R. Roberto, “What’s Gender 
Got to Do with It? A Critique of RDA 9.7,” Cataloging & Classification Quarterly 52, no. 4 (May 19, 2014): 412–
21, https://doi.org/10.1080/01639374.2014.882465; Emily Drabinski, “Queering the Catalog: Queer Theory and the 
Politics of Correction,” The Library Quarterly: Information, Community, Policy 83, no. 2 (2013): 94–111; Hope A. 
Olson, “Mapping beyond Dewey’s Boundaries: Constructing Classificatory Space for Marginalized Knowledge 
Domains,” Library Trends 47, no. 2 (Fall 1998): 233–54. 
46 Feinberg, “Two Kinds of Evidence”; Feinberg, “How Information Systems Communicate as Documents”; 
Melanie Feinberg, “Information System Design for Communication: The Use of Genre as a Design Element,” 
Proceedings of the American Society for Information Science and Technology 46, no. 1 (January 1, 2009): 1–18, 
https://doi.org/10.1002/meet.2009.1450460232; Melanie Feinberg, “Expressive Bibliography: Personal Collections 
in Public Space.,” Knowledge Organization 38 (April 2011): 134; Melanie Feinberg, “Compiler to Author: A 
Process for Designing Rhetorically Aware Document Collections,” Journal of the American Society for Information 
Science and Technology 62, no. 9 (September 1, 2011): 1784–96, https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.21578; Melanie 
Feinberg, “Synthetic Ethos: The Believability of Collections at the Intersection of Classification and Curation,” The 
Information Society 28, no. 5 (October 1, 2012): 329–39, https://doi.org/10.1080/01972243.2012.708709. 
47 Feinberg, “Compiler to Author,”; Skolnick, “Taryn Simon.” 
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extensively, these idiosyncrasies become more apparent. The rhetorical argument of Simon’s 
knowledge organization system is a self-effacing one: the top-down system of control that is the 
taxonomy is revealed as riddled with illogic and subjective decisions. What, then, is the reader to 
make of the real-world security apparatus that controls the categorization of these goods into 
groups like legal or illegal, domestic or foreign, dangerous or benign? Simon’s statement that 
Contraband is “a look at an attempt to control what is considered threatening to economies, to 
personal safety and to a nation” takes on additional meaning: as a way of structuring the 
movement of goods through the world, this “attempt” is also perhaps pieced together through 
prejudicial decision-making and a particular value system. 
Take, for example, the manner in which fruit is considered in Simon’s book. In the index, 
there are many separate categories articulated that might fall into this category: “Apples,” 
“Bananas and Plantains,” “Berries,” “Citrus,” “Fruit, misc.,” “Mangoes,” “Melons,” “Mombins,” 
“Plums.”48 These categories, at first, seem relatively efficacious, but their stability breaks down 
almost immediately. Why are berries lumped together, while bananas and plantains get their own 
category—even though both bananas and plantains are berries, scientifically speaking? 
“Mangoes” are allotted their own category, but also appear several times in sets of confiscated 
goods in the miscellaneous section. Plums and mangoes are distinguished, yet could just as easily 
fit into a grouping of “Stone Fruits.” The classifications are tenuous, and not as helpful for sense-
making as Simon purports; this is especially true when one considers the way an index is 
typically used. With Simon’s index, I cannot simply look up “Strawberries” and find where they 
are in the image array. If I next look up “Fruit, misc.,” I am still not redirected to the “Berries” 
                                                 
48 I readily note that even my own understanding of “fruit” is here subjective, as I have not included, for instance, 
peppers, which would scientifically fit in the category.  
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section. The knowledge required to use this (or any) index is highly particular; while we are 
accustomed to using some common alphabetical indexing approaches, we have not been 
conditioned or educated in using Simon’s system. A defender of taxonomies might point out that 
these categories emerged from Simon’s image corpus. Plums are perhaps allotted their own 
category because of the quantity of plums confiscated between November 16 and November 20, 
2009. Yet fundamentally, these dates are arbitrary too: Simon arrives at these specific portraits 
because of when her negotiations allowed her to set up camp. Rhetorically, Simon’s taxonomy is 
an argument about the subjective nature of judgement. 
This consideration of Simon’s transparently constructed taxonomic system also provides 
a model for the investigation of other artworks that have attempted groupings by type. With its 
visually quasi-scientific approach, Contraband is positioned as a questioner of this power 
alongside other artworks that specifically tackle forbidden goods in transit spaces. Christien 
Meindertsma’s Checked Baggage (fig. 6), for example, does also attempt to classify forbidden 
objects; this work, however, lacks the clinical feel of Contraband.49 It is colorful, almost playful; 
each copy of the book includes one of the seized goods. Potato knives are arranged not in a list 
alongside their country of origin and reason for seizure, but in an approximation of rainbow 
order. Where Simon’s linear arrangement visuals mimic the presumed sterility of the state 
security apparatus, Meindertsma’s irregularities—captured in in the early aughts, in the wake of 
the September 11 terrorist attacks that led to the restructuring of transportation security practices 
worldwide—are more suggestive of a system that is still working out its own kinks. 
In becoming aware of the frustrating inutility and unpredictability of Simon’s at-first 
authoritarian index, one comes to suspect a similar irrationality behind the entire enterprise of 
                                                 
49 Meindertsma, Checked Baggage.. 
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CBP’s control over goods: while not traceable to a specific creator, classifications like “illegal” 
and “undeclared,” cited throughout Contraband, are also subject to biases and perhaps rooted in 
a peculiar illogic. The idea that Simon’s knowledge organization system communicates meaning 
is not only theoretically consequential. These descriptors have human parallels; questioning their 
legitimacy validates contemporary calls to remove degrading terminology like “illegal” and 
“alien” from the immigration vernacular. As famously articulated by Michel Foucault, power and 
knowledge (le savoir-pouvoir) are closely interrelated: these vocabularies parallel how people 
are subject to the authority of the state.50 Information scientist Antonio García-Gutiérrez arrives 
at a similar conclusion when he articulates that “classification has always formed a part of 
territorial and, above all, cultural and cognitive colonization projects.”51
                                                 
50 Foucault, History of Sexuality; see also Heizmann and Olsson, “Power Matters” 
51 García-Gutiérrez, “Declassifying Knowledge Organization.” 
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CHAPTER 2: CRITICAL INTERVENTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
While Simon does not claim a political orientation as a border artist, Contraband 
certainly intervenes into border politics.52 The book forces a consideration of knowledges and 
how they are constructed and organized. Systems of knowledge, however, are inextricable from 
systems of power, and borders are an application of a statist power-knowledge system. Items in 
this text are conceptually organized not just as “Berries” or “Fruit, Misc.,” but also as forbidden. 
In what follows, I probe how—socio-historically—goods have ended up in this latter category. 
Drawing on the postcolonial theory of Edward Said and Stuart Hall, I suggest that the 
Contraband articles are reflective of long-extant discursive systems of Western superiority and 
symptomatic of CBP priorities. As Contraband’s organizational schema is revealed to be 
intrinsically subjective and contingent, however, the classified objects themselves point to the 
similarly perhaps unsubstantiated latent colonial premises that led to their inclusion in the 
volume. Simon’s work both highlights the absurdity and illustrates the material consequences of 
automatic acceptance of a neocolonial matrix of global power and knowledge.
In this chapter, I focus on the contents of Contraband, rather than its architecture, 
foregrounding the book’s arguments about the items seized by CBP agents. In doing so, I address 
a different part of Simon’s summation of her project as a “a look at an attempt to control what is 
considered threatening to economies, to personal safety and to a nation.”53 Where in the last 
                                                 
52 For a discussion of what constitutes border art and border artists, see Berelowitz, “Conflict over ‘Border Art.’” 
This topic is discussed further in Chapter 3.  
53 Meek, “An Illicit Whole Earth Catalog.” 
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chapter I focused on the “control” piece of this statement to interrogate Contraband’s 
taxonomies, I here turn to Simon’s interest in place and nationhood to understand how its images 
negotiate these entities. Staged at an airport, Contraband contains many implicit networks of 
exchange. Each individual piece of Contraband has come from a specific non-US place, at a 
certain time, engaged with and attempting to sidestep specific American politics and policies. 
These places are usually stated in the index, alongside statute numbers that specify policy 
violations—and the moment in time is defined via the temporal parameters of this project. These 
artifact metadata and their underlying networks of global exchange provide a self-reflective lens 
with which to consider Contraband’s critical assessment of the establishment and exercise of 
statist authority. 
Contraband is not alone in making these assessments, and can be read alongside a 
broader historiography of contemporary border art. Geographers and art historians have 
considered how specific artistic interventions disrupt international boundaries, both physically 
and, more often, rhetorically.54 Louise Amoore and Alexandra Hall, for example, use the striking 
example of Marcos Ramirez’s monumental Toy an Horse that straddled the US-Mexico border in 
1997 to argue that works that “defamiliarize” the rituals of the border exercise “a specific mode 
of critique that interrupts the repetitions and arrests the sequences that make contemporary 
security practice possible… defac[ing] the apparently smooth and seamless surface of certainty 
and securability and make it suddenly appear, uncertain, fraught and difficult.”55 More broadly, 
scholars Cristina Giudice and Chiara Giubilaro have suggested that artists “realis[e] alternative 
                                                 
54 Amoore and Hall, “Border Theatre”; Louise Amoore and Alexandra Hall, “Taking People Apart: Digitised 
Dissection and the Body at the Border,” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 27, no. 3 (June 1, 2009): 
444–64, https://doi.org/10.1068/d1208; Giudice and Giubilaro, “Re-Imagining the Border”; Heide, “Repossessing 
Border Space.” 
55 Amoore and Hall, “Border Theatre,” 311-312.  
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visions and experiences of the border,” allowing them “to contest dominant representations and 
hegemonic discourse, making the border an active site of resistance.”56 This chapter considers 
the mechanisms and efficacy of Contraband’s specific postcolonial-theoretical discursive 
contestations, and consequently places the artwork as a strategic operative in art historical 
narratives of geopolitical disruption. 
Le savoir-pouvoir and the West and the Rest 
Throughout many of his published works, Michel Foucault articulates his philosophy of 
the discursive construction of power systems and the ways in which exercises of knowledge and 
exercises of power are innately comingled. In Discipline and Punish, Foucault asserts: “…that 
power and knowledge directly imply one another; that there is no power relation without the 
correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and 
constitute at the same time power relations.”57 The same processes that produce regimes of 
power, then, also produce regimes of understanding. Power relationships between cultures and 
countries have long been implicated in this Foucauldian understanding of power-knowledge. In 
his influential 1978 book on Orientalism, Edward Said draws on Foucault’s work and considers 
specifically the construction of the West versus the Orient (primarily the Middle East) through 
discourse analysis and assessment of systems of power-knowledge.58 He uses the term 
                                                 
56 Giudice and Giubilaro, “Re-Imagining the Border,” 80. 
57 Michel Foucault, Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage Books, 
1995), 27. 
58 Edward Said, Orientalism. While Said’s text has been subject to much discussion and criticism since its initial 
release, it remains relevant as an analytical tool. A notable example of this discourse is the debate that arose in The 
New York Review of Books in 1982 after orientalist scholar Bernard Lewis authored a scathing critique of Said’s 
work; Said, as well as art historian Oleg Grabar, responded to Lewis’ comments, with Said accusing Lewis of 
“deliver[ing] ahistorical and willful political assertions.” See Bernard Lewis, Oleg Grabar, and Edward W. Said, 
“Orientalism: An Exchange,” August 12, 1982, https://www.nybooks.com/articles/1982/08/12/orientalism-an-
exchange/; Bernard Lewis, “The Question of Orientalism,” June 24, 1982, 
https://www.nybooks.com/articles/1982/06/24/the-question-of-orientalism/. Said also wrote an Afterword in 1995 
and a Preface in 2003 that address common critiques of his methods in Orientalism; in the Afterword text, his first 
 25 
“Orientalism” to articulate “a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority 
over the Orient,” understanding Orientalism as a discourse through which Europe “manage[d]” 
and “produce[d]… the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, 
and imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment period.”59 In Said’s argument, the Orient was 
conceptually produced through this power-knowledge matrix, while “European culture gained in 
strength and identity by setting itself off against the Orient as a sort of surrogate and even 
underground self.”60  
Sociologist Stuart Hall in turn cites both Foucault and Said heavily in constructing an 
argument about the sociological legacy of the discourse of “The West and the Rest.”61 Hall 
broadens the thrust of Said’s argument to encompass Western relations with the entirety of the 
non-Western other, suggesting that the West came to discursively position itself in opposition to 
societies that were not “developed, industrialized, urbanized, capitalist, secular, and modern.”62 
The discourse of “The West and the Rest” in the United States and Europe shaped 
understandings of non-Western societies as “bad” (versus good), “them” (versus us), 
“disgusting” (versus attractive), and “uncivilized” (versus civilized).63 According to Hall, this 
                                                 
concern is clearly reiterating his “explicitly anti-essentialist” approach (“Afterword,” in Edward Said, Orientalism 
(New York: Penguin, 2003), 331). These two chapters are often included as supplements to modern printings of the 
work.  
59 Said, Orientalism (1979), 3. 
60 Said, Orientalism (1979), 3. 
61 Hall, “The West and the Rest.” 
62 Hall, “The West and the Rest,” 186. 
63 Hall, “The West and the Rest,” 216. 
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discourse has “organiz[ed] and regulat[ed] and relations of power” to this day: as knowledge is 
constructed, so are culturally imperialist geo-socio-political categorizations reinforced.64  
The them-versus-us “regime of truth” that Hall identifies runs throughout Contraband.65 
In what literally appears in image and text, Simon’s work is primarily a depiction of the non-
Western other, stopped from entering the West. The visual knowledge disseminated in Simon’s 
work is closely tied to the regulating discourse of Customs and Border Protection, an apparatus 
of state power—which should come as no surprise given Simon’s collaboration with the agency. 
This regulating discourse is closely linked to the ideology of what Hall terms “the West and the 
Rest.” CBP identifies its mission statement as: “To safeguard America's borders thereby 
protecting the public from dangerous people and materials while enhancing the Nation's global 
economic competitiveness by enabling legitimate trade and travel.”66 Simon’s images and index 
reflect the ominous, America-first security state philosophy underlying this statement: we see 
pictures of forbidden objects, note references to US laws and statutes, and read the names of 
foreign countries we perhaps cannot even place on a map. Difference is presented: to most 
Western viewers inculcated in the regime Hall identifies, the Other is dangerous, bad.  
The viewer encounters the visual contributions to this power-knowledge system first in 
the volume. The images stand in stark contrast to the “America” of TV and movies, image 
worlds often passed off as reality. The photographed foodstuffs are irregular and ugly, unlike the 
polished produce and clean meat we have come to expect from our grocery stores. CBP’s 
confiscated vegetables, for example, are wrapped in newspaper, or plastic bags, rather than the 
                                                 
64 Hall, “The West and the Rest,” 205. 
65 Hall, “The West and the Rest,” 225. Hall uses this term throughout this chapter, borrowing from Foucault. 
66 See U.S. Customs and Border Protection, “About CBP,” https://www.cbp.gov/about, accessed February 8, 2019. 
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sterile packaging of the Western grocer. Counterfeit and illegal medications share the erratic 
packaging of many of the grocery items and are further othered by labels written in non-Western 
scripts. Some items are fully illegible to most westerners: multiple pages of the book are 
occupied by khat, a plant chewed as a stimulant in much of Africa and the Middle East. 
Unidentifiable animal corpses included in the volume read as dirty and vulgar. Even the items 
that are factually common in the United States—weapons and drug paraphernalia, primarily—are 
the kinds of things that are generally kept secret and hidden. Only those fake designer items that 
retain some kind of credibility when seen as thumbnail images seem proper for a “civilized” 
country. The American viewer—socialized in the discourse of “the West and the Rest” and 
subject to the power-knowledge matrix that has also created CBP—can understand how they 
might need protecting from the seized articles. The “objective” and distant nature of Simon’s 
photographs only adds to this visual narrative of “foreignness” and risk. Each item is positioned 
against a plain background, on unflinching, depersonalized display. Rather than objects 
incorporated into daily life, these are the anomic artifacts of a more precarious, lawless place, 
where this sort of thing can be brought onto a plane or sent through the mail.67   
Contraband’s textual elements also operate within Western-centric knowledge-power 
systems. Alongside the erratic classifications, items are listed with countries of origin and 
“reasons for seizures and violation codes when they were provided by the agents.”68 Of 
approximately 164 categories, fewer than 20 contain items that explicitly originated in Western 
European countries—the central player in the West of the socio-cultural discursive 
                                                 
67 See the following chapter for additional discussion of the implications of the form of Simon’s photographs. 
68 Simon, Contraband, 449. 
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imagination.69 Many of these items are produce or illegal drugs. The rest of the text, then, is full 
of close associations between non-Western countries and the words “pirated,” “counterfeit,” 
“prohibited,” “illegal,” “undeclared,” and “violation.” When included, the relevant law 
(identified by number) serves to further drive home the danger presented by these countries’ 
goods. In the category “Food, Misc.,” for example, there are some European goods seized. “Ham 
and cheese, France (9CFR.94) (prohibited)” tells us that that baguette sandwich on page 166 
poses perhaps some kind of agricultural risk.70 Prepackaged sandwiches from the UK—
“Sandwiches, containing chicken and pork products, Foo-Goo, United Kingdom (9CFR.94) 
(prohibited)”—are also included in this section of the text, as are various sandwiches from Spain. 
Much more numerous, however, are the non-Western food items. The phrase “Cornmeal paste 
with pork meat, Mexico (9CFR.94) (prohibited)” read next to “Pork tamales, Columbia 
(9CFR.94) (prohibited)” which is visually near “Meat ravioli, Turkey (Ruminant) (9CFR.94) 
(prohibited)” begins to assault the reader with constant reminders about the dangers lurking in 
these non-Western, non-American countries. Many categories contain exclusively “other” 
countries: the four heroin samples collected, listed on page 463, are identified as “Heroin, India 
to NY (illegal),” “Heroin, 46 grams, India to New York (illegal),” “Heroin, 36 grams, India to 
Maryland (illegal),” and “Heroin, 36 grams, India to Maryland (illegal).” Not only are we struck 
by how all of this illegality has originated in a distant, other place, the CBP identification also 
tells us exactly what part of the United States the drug would corrupt were it not for the agents 
“safeguard[ing] America’s borders.” As subjects of the power-knowledge system informing CBP 
                                                 
69 No items are labeled as originating in Canada.  
70 Simon, Contraband, 460. 
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practice, we are prompted to accept with these identifications (state knowledge) that this security 
structure (state power) is for the greater good, protecting Us from Them. 
However, it is critical to not lose sight of Contraband’s relationship with knowledge 
structures. As was seen in the previous chapter, Simon’s categorizations are self-effacing, 
revealing their own absurdity; as a communicative device, her taxonomy itself is an argument 
against accepting the legitimacy of any given taxonomy. “Us” and “Them” are, in essence, 
taxonomic categories. The entire ideology of “the West and the Rest” rests on categorizing 
people, goods, and cultures. This taxonomic ideology has serious real-world implications, as 
seen in the systematic way goods are seized and presented visually and textually as othered 
dangers in this book. This is where Contraband forces consideration of border politics: in 
foregrounding the ultimate absurdity of Simon’s own knowledge organization system, it also 
highlights the potential absurdity of the colonial conceptual orientation reflected in this volume. 
It therefore ultimately can question that ideology’s co-produced real-world power structures, 
such as CBP. These are the structures that form our current world order: this power-knowledge 
system is revealed as, too, highly suspect.
 30 
CHAPTER 3: BORDER ART AND VISUAL PRECEDENTS 
For nearly as long as “border art” has been considered a distinct genre, artists and critics 
have been concerned with the question of who should be allowed to make art about these 
contested spaces. As Jo-Anne Berelowitz has articulated in her history of ideological conflict 
amongst the founding members of San Diego and Tijuana’s Border Art Workshop/Taller de Arte 
Fronterizo (BAW/TAF), there is no clear answer to questions of whether the border as artistic 
subject is solely “the property of marginalised peoples in close proximity to contested national 
boundaries.”71 Though Berelowitz’s use of the term “border art” is focused specifically on work 
that emerged from the fraught space between the United States and Mexico, her probing of the 
politics of the border is of great relevance to Simon’s intervention with Contraband. As a 
lifelong resident of New York City, Simon is certainly geographically proximal to the specific 
amorphous boundary she photographs in this project. However, she is also white, an American 
citizen by birth, and a graduate of an Ivy League university.72 Simon has almost certainly never 
“suffered the indignities that are so often perpetrated by border police and vigilantes of porous 
borders.”73 
Berelowitz acknowledges a possibility that the non-marginalized “as… subject[s] in a 
postmodern world of displacements and disjunctions” are “inhabitant(s) of a marginal zone of 
                                                 
71 Berelowitz, “Conflict over ‘Border Art,’” 69. 
72 She is also married to Gwyneth Paltrow’s filmmaker brother Jake Paltrow; Simon is related to, if not participant 
in, some of the absolute most powerful echelons of American society.  
73 Berelowitz, “Conflict over ‘Border Art,’” 69. 
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liminality” and therefore can contribute productively and appropriately in border art contexts.74 
At the same time, though, she rightly highlights the frustrations of BAW/TAF members 
concerned with the way border art “became a hot – and fundable – theme in the art world” only 
after their underfunded and underacknowledged contributions in the 1980s. In this final chapter I 
interrogate the position of Simon and her Contraband images in relation to these possible 
critiques. Through an examination of the book’s art historical optical precedents and anti-
neocolonial visual rhetoric, I suggest that the understated—yet forceful—political messaging of 
Simon’s work is ultimately most consequential. By using the tools of the power structures that 
produce the border to critique those structures, her work calls into question the reification of the 
very privileges that allowed her to produce this book. Though it operationalizes the border as a 
marketable theme, Contraband also rejects the power systems that produce marginality in a way 
that is only possible for a beneficiary of those power systems. 
The Image Catalog 
The art historical precedents of the book and the photographs provide a literal example of 
Simon’s manipulation of statist power structures to an anti-neocolonial end. In its book (rather 
than installation) form, Contraband is first and foremost a catalog of images, each photographed 
with strict regularity. Every confiscated artifact or artifact set is placed against a plain cream-
colored backdrop, positioned to expose its material qualities. Boxes and containers are opened, 
their inner contents made visible. When multiples of an item are confiscated as part of one 
seizure, all of the goods are arranged in the frame of a single shot. While we have established 
that the categorization of the objects is idiosyncratic, the supplementation of each image with 
text contributes the catalog’s authoritative feel. A concern with documentary accuracy is implied 
                                                 
74 Berelowitz, “Conflict over ‘Border Art,’” 69. 
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in the exhaustiveness of both each image and the catalog as a whole: rather than random shots of 
some seized items, the viewer is led to understand that this is a comprehensive look at the 
entirety of every single item seized, with instructive labels that come courtesy of the artist’s 
attention to detail and concern with factual accuracy. 
This reading of this catalog emerges from the way in which Western viewers are 
conditioned to understand sets of images put on display in this manner. Simon’s use of this form 
is no accident: rather, Contraband is visually evocative of the long tradition of image-making as 
a cataloging enterprise. This tradition is as old as photography itself. As John Tagg explores in 
his influential work on The Burden of Representation, photography as a technology emerged 
around the same period that new methods of social control and record keeping were becoming 
core to the work of the industrializing state (what Foucault might consider the emergence of 
panopticism). To Tagg, the popular understanding of the photograph as an objective document of 
reality is rooted in this co-emergence and the way the surveillance state employed the image: the 
power of the camera is rooted in “the power of the apparatuses of the local state which deploy it 
and guarantee the authority of the images it constructs to stand as evidence or register a truth.”75 
Tagg’s generic description of this deployment is eerily evocative of Contraband, if the word 
“objects” were to be substituted in place of “bodies”:  
The bodies – workers, vagrants, criminals, patients, the insane, the 
poor, the colonized races – are taken one by one: isolated in a 
shallow, contained space; turned full face and subjected to an 
unreturnable gaze; illuminated, focused, measured, numbered and 
named; forced to yield to the minutest scrutiny of gestures and 
features. Each device is the trace of a wordless power, replicated in 
countless images, whenever the photographer prepares an 
                                                 
75 John Tagg, The Burden of Representation: Essays on Photographies and Histories (Minneapolis, Minn.: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1993), 64. 
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exposure, in police cell, prison, mission house, hospital, asylum, or 
school.76 
Tagg’s “wordless power” is the colonizing and surveilling state.  
The fact that Contraband is visually similar to these traditions contributes to a misguided 
potential understanding of the work as effectively an artistic extension of CBP’s regulatory 
policies and politics. Yet what is on cold display here are not merely foreign objects to be 
controlled—as I have discussed in the previous two chapters, Contraband makes clear that this 
control is, in any case, ultimately suspicious and ripe for criticism. Instead, Contraband uses the 
regulating tool of the panoptic state to in turn “[subject] to an unreturnable gaze” the weakness of 
the current border system: goods and people, no matter what formal security is put into place, are 
going to continue their movement irrespective of international boundaries. It is not precisely the 
power of the state itself that is behind Simon’s “neutral” images; instead, it is the artist as critic, 
making clear that the state’s own visual mechanisms can be used to question, rather than 
reinforce, state authority. The photographic document is not necessarily solely an agent of a 
dominant power-knowledge system; instead, it can also work to highlight the possibility of 
alternate knowledges and alternate anti-imperial modes of power. Rather than a visual 
colonialism, this is a visual postcolonialism, militating against a world order defined by 
neocolonial regulatory tendencies. 
Because Simon is this book’s creator, those alternate power-knowledges are expressed 
from a Western position. Critically, however, even as it retains this discursive position 
Contraband highlights this authority as suspect. A key tenet of postcolonial theory is the idea 
that Western ways of knowing cannot necessarily represent non-Western modes of being in the 
                                                 
76 Tagg, Burden of Representation, 64. 
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world. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, for example, has persuasively argued that when the 
“subject” is constituted through Western masculinist theoretical discourse, third-world women 
(in her example) are unable to assume subjectivity in any worldview shaped by this discourse. 
Their modes of being in the world will never be accurately presented through a lens so distant 
from their own.77 Spivak blisteringly critiques French philosophers including Foucault for 
“ignor[ing] both the epistemic violence of imperialism and the international division of labor” 
even as they touched on third-world issues.”78 She is especially critical of Gilles Deleuze for 
what she terms a “benevolent first-world appropriation and reinscription of the Third World as 
an Other” that “is the founding characteristic of much third-worldism in the U.S. human sciences 
today.”79 For Spivak, too, discourse has real-world power effects—and the Third World 
subaltern is perhaps effectively silenced.80 
Despite its significant oppositional work and steadfast refusal to “[reinscript] the Third 
World as an Other,” Contraband neglects to constitute a non-Western subject. Simon cannot and 
does not benevolently provide a platform for subaltern worldviews. Instead, she makes 
hypothetical space for them. The Other retains an object position while the book critiques 
systems that produce that construction. In other words, the work is critical of extant structures, 
and effectively pushes back against the politics that have emerged from the division between 
“the West and the Rest.” It cannot, however, work reparatively to efface those structures, 
                                                 
77 Spivak, “‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’”, 21–80. 
78 Spivak, “‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’”, 43. 
79 Spivak, “‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’”, 43. In this context, she is specifically criticizing the coauthored 
“Intellectuals and Power: A Conversation between Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze,” printed in Foucault, 
Language, Counter-Memory, Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews, trans. Donald Bouchard and Sherry Simon 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977), 205-217.  
80 Spivak’s answer to her famous titular question has varied in her revisions to the essay over the decades since it 
was originally published. 
 35 
decentering the West from the discursive plane entirely.81 Simon faces a similar problem as a 
creator of border art: she is never the object of the intrusive security apparatus. The critical 
distance that Simon maintains, then, is an ideological negotiation: she uses her allotted 
subjectivity and the epistemological and visual language of the neocolonial system, of the 
border, to undermine those very constructions. 
In Contraband, Simon occupies the role of border artist and shrewd anti-imperialist. Her 
grasp on both of those titles, as has been shown, is fraught. Simon can, quite literally, go where 
others cannot, cooperating with CBP as a trusted ally. Her book uses this access to expose the 
tenuous pretenses at the heart of the systems she investigates. Her work, too, moves in elite art 
world circles inaccessible to more “radical” or less privileged artists. Simon, to the extent that 
she as subject is able, challenges the Western worldviews of these circles. In crafting this 
challenge from a position of authority, Simon accepts that her authority is discursively 
constructed. While she cannot construct a different knowledge system, her work makes clear—
and communicates to other elites—that such an alternate construction is both eminently possible 
and just as valid as the structure in which we are presently embedded. Contraband is a careful 
intervention: subaltern objects are not paternalistically spoken for; rather, the book makes use of 
conventions of dominant power-knowledge systems to push against their production of borders 
and conditions of subalternity. 
                                                 
81 As a white American, it is admittedly difficult for me to imagine what this might look like. Similarly, in the two 
previous chapters, I have drawn heavily on the work of Western theorists such as Foucault to articulate how 
Contraband’s deployment of subjective taxonomic systems in turn undermines the global structural systems that 
lead to any individual good being confiscated and classified as forbidden. My utilization of the work of these 
theorists is hinged on the relevance of Western knowledge systems for the hypothetical viewer and reader. Like 
Contraband, I am aware of my own discursive limitations. 
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CONCLUSION 
Drawing on the work of critical and information theorists, this thesis has argued for a 
reading of Taryn Simon’s Contraband that emphasizes the work’s engagement with knowledge 
organization as a means of engaging with power systems. I have suggested that through 
foregrounding the contingent and subjective taxonomy upon which the structure of the work is 
based, Contraband highlights as similarly contingent the neocolonial power structures that 
dictate the content of the book. In doing so, the volume—made in cooperation with these same 
power structures—critiques the dichotomous and discursively constructed systems that underlie 
international borders and the current world order. 
In the first chapter, I assessed Contraband through the lens of control. I consider the 
visual negotiation that occurs between Simon’s understanding of her project as “a look at an 
attempt to control what is considered threatening to economies, to personal safety and to a 
nation” and the photographed goods themselves that serve as efforts at ruining that attempt.82 I 
then argue that, contra Obrist’s critical evaluation, the creation of an indexical and taxonomic 
structure over the work serves as an imposition of artistic control. Through a close reading of this 
sense-making effort, I propose that the revealed inutility and unpredictability of Simon’s 
knowledge organization scheme in turn suggests to the reader/viewer the irrationality of the CBP 
system that informed it. 
                                                 
82 Meek, “An Illicit Whole Earth Catalog.” 
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In the second chapter, I further substantiate this claim; the chapter considers 
Contraband’s geographies and the specific mechanisms that lead to any individual good being 
classified as “forbidden.” Informed by Foucault, I emphasize the tight discursive interlinkage 
between knowledge—already clearly critical to this volume—and power. I also draw on the 
work of Said and Stuart Hall to suggest that goods are deemed Contraband in light of 
longstanding and extant regressive colonial discursive formations of Western superiority. As I 
illustrate this premise, I argue that Contraband serves to question the authority of power-
knowledge matrices in general and to interrogate specifically the CBP’s underlying culturally 
imperialist matrix of “the West and the Rest.” 
Finally, in the third chapter, I consider Simon’s positionality as creator of this book. 
Using as a framing device Berelowitz’s consideration of who is allowed to make border art, I 
point to the ways in which Simon’s Americanness complicates Contraband’s otherwise 
relatively straightforward postcolonial—or at least anti-neocolonial—politics. I argue, however, 
that through Simon’s cooperation with CBP the book manages to coopt the epistemologies of the 
oppressor to instead undermine those constructions. I articulate how Simon takes what was once 
purely a regulating mechanism of the panoptic state—the catalog of photographic images—and 
reuses it to instead turn an unimpeachable statist gaze on 1,075+ flaws in the current border 
system. While acknowledging that Simon’s positionality requires that Contraband retain a 
Western subjectivity, I submit that the book then uses this subjectivity to critique the neocolonial 
power-knowledge systems that have led to the reification of this position. I ultimately suggest 
that this cooptation and subversion of imperialist systems is a useful space-making contribution. 
This reading of Contraband is especially vital in a year when the President of the United 
States has declared a national emergency at the U.S.-Mexico border and demanded a physical 
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wall to interrupt the passage of goods and people. Trump’s racism and his “emergency” are 
rooted in the same power structures that produce understandings of “the West and the Rest.”83 As 
Contraband illustrates the ultimate inefficacy of the border system, the absurdity of a border wall 
comes into sharp relief. As the work points to the discursively formed nature of the systems and 
ideologies that create borders, Trump’s authority over international boundaries is revealed as 
questionable at best. Through the application of an intersection of knowledge organization 
theory, critical theory, and postcolonial theory and criticism to this work, an effective 
operationalization of power to critique power systems is made visible: Contraband provides a 
possible model for practical, self-effacing political art from a privileged position. 
  
                                                 










Figure 2. Taryn Simon, Contraband, 2010 (1st edition), Index, Mangoes – Onions, pp. 466-467.  
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Figure 3. Taryn Simon, Contraband, installation view, Gagosian Gallery Beverly Hills, 
September 22–November 6, 2010. Photograph by Douglas M. Parker Studio.  
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Figure 4. Christien Meindertsma, Checked 
Baggage (cover), 2004. 
 
Figure 5. Christien Meindertsma, Checked 
Baggage (“Data”), 2004
 




Figure 7. Susan Harbage-Page, Anti-Archive Object No. 274, captured as part of The Anti-
Archive, 2007-present.  
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Figure 8. Tom Kiefer, Oral Hygiene, captured as part of El Sueño Americano, 2007-present.  
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Figure 9. @tsa Instagram post, August 20, 2018.  
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